126                          DAYS    WITH    BERNARD    SHAW
There is nothing more striking than a platitude. I am very popular among
doctors and teachers; they are like nettles, you know, the more you
slash at them the better they grow-----"
A labourer, bent double with rheumatism and toothless greeted us.
"Nice day," he said.
"Do you think so?" Shaw asked straightening to his maximum
height and swinging his stick, gloating over his "youth" and vigour.
Ninety plus, for this labourer was reputed to be well over ninety, stood
for a moment with ninety minus and they had nothing whatever to say.
In spite of the upright walk, the swinging of his stick, the grandiose
talk of high finance, the desire to be alone, we knew that G.B.S. was
lonely, very lonely. He would never admit this even to himself. When
he was lonely he became anxious to place himself amongst the gods he
despised. He spoke about his wealth, Charlotte's wealth, the high taxation,
his unique position in the world of finance, of literature, of science, of
the theatre, films and above all philosophy. It looked as if he doubted
his prestige and had continually to remind himself that he was wealthy
and famous. It was rather hard for the war was taking some attention
from him and he knew too well how easy it was to be forgotten.
He came in and summarily asked for lunch. We were glad of this
mark of friendship and though it was already midday a meal was soon
forthcoming. He told us, as if he were eating with us for the first time,
that he disliked conversation at meals, that at home, he had the wireless on
and read his letters or his newspaper, that people did not look their best
when feeding and he looked forward to the time when we would all
live on air and get rid of the sanitary preoccupations so unpleasantly
aggravated by our present diet.
It was quite a simple matter for us to remain quiet, brought up to
regard silence as significant as speech. We took it as a test of friendship
to be able to remain silent together. But there was conversation all the
same. We told him of the self-help cafes which had sprung up all over the
country, of the British Restaurants. G.B.S. was impressed.
"Now I would have liked such places years ago, when I used to eat out.
I like to take what I want, consume it in silence and get out of the way. In
my day you could get a permanent heart-burn for a few pence when much
literature was included in the meal to justify it, when lentils and beans were
considered the meat of the vegetarian. The rage then was to live on
sixpence a day."